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 A group of four friends sit 
at an oval table on the 
third floor of Gutman Li-
brary. Instead of gather-

ing over a cup of coffee, as most 
friends might, they are gathered 
around a large microphone and a 
tangle of wires. Ed.L.D. students 
SHANNA PEEPLES, ADRIANA CHAVARIN-
LOPEZ, JIM MERCER, and ADAM PAR-
ROTT-SHEFFER are talking about 
the importance of storytelling as 
a political act. But this isn’t the 
usual Ed School conversation 
about education as a force of 
change. This conversation will 
be recorded, edited, and down-
loaded in the form of a podcast 
for listeners across the country. 

The group started Pedagogy of 
the Obsessed as their final project 
for one of Associate Professor Jal 
Mehta’s classes. The idea came 
to them at Petsi Pies after read-
ing the work of educator Paolo 
Freire. How could they come up 
with a way to start examining 
the system constructively? Each 
member put together an episode 

that focused on their area of ex-
pertise. Peeples took on what 
makes an effective teacher. 
Chavarin-Lopez looked at lead-
ership sustainability. Mercer 
focused on leadership develop-
ment, Parrott-Sheffer on early 
childhood education.

Without much prior knowl-
edge of podcasting, they drew 
on their backgrounds to boot-
strap the project together. Mer-
cer was a DJ and has a nephew 
who is into recording, so he’s 
in charge of sound and creat-
ed a jingle. Chavarin-Lopez’s 
daughter helps with Garage 
Band. Peeples was 2015 Na-
tional Educator of the Year and 
brings in guests like former  
Secretary of Education John 
King. Parrott-Sheffer coordi-
nates scheduling.

While all four creators have 
worked as teachers and in leader- 
ship positions, bringing in other 
voices is a goal. In one episode, 
they talked with students about 
the importance of having an out 

teacher. They’ve brought in par-
ents to discuss special educa-
tion. And the nature of a podcast 
helps draw in an audience. 

“What I love about a podcast 
is that it’s literally a voice in your 
head. There’s an intimacy that 
comes with podcasting and ra-
dio,” Peeples says. “A lot of our 
stories talk about risk and loss 
and vulnerability, and podcast-
ing brings that alive in people’s 
voices in a way that couldn’t hap-
pen if we wrote it.”

With 5,000 downloads, lis-
teners in 38 states, and down-
loads in every continent except 
Antarctica, Pedagogy of the Ob-
sessed has a wide reach and is 
being used to spark discussions 
in many schools and districts. 
Chavarin-Lopez, for example, 
posted an episode to a social me-
dia group for educators and got 
questions from principals asking 
about the topic of leader sustain-
ability. “Just sparking that kind 
of conversation,” she says, “has 
been rewarding.”

Though the podcast is gain-
ing an audience, all four students 
will be starting their residencies 
in 2019, and finding time to sit 
and talk will be challenging, Par-
rott-Sheffer says, but worth it.

“Even if it wasn’t being re-
corded, the conversations have 
been so valuable. On some level, 
it’s almost just selfish — we get 
together and chat. Those sorts of 
things make the stuff like getting 
it uploaded worthwhile.”

The group is confident that 
future Ed.L.D. students will con-
tinue these conversations. 

“The biggest compliment will 
be if, years from now, we’re given 
the opportunity to participate in 
a podcast, having gone out and 
changed the ed sector,” Mer-
cer says. “To be the subject of a 
podcast that’s still going on here 
would be great.”
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The Succulent Society, as posh as it sounds, actually started as a bit of a joke.  “Being from California, I love my succulents 
— so much so that I was talking to another student about how I was thinking about using them as centerpieces for my West 
Coast wedding next year,” says RACHEL EISNER, ED.M.’19, an Education Policy and Management student. “My roommate Danielle 
interjected and asked us what succulents were. Though she was serious, it became a running joke between us, and I told a few 
people that I needed to create a succulent club to help educate the East Coast on their woeful lack of greenery knowledge. To 
my surprise, many people responded with excitement and enthusiasm to the idea, and thus the Succulent Society was born.”  In 
time, the club would meet, usually at someone’s apartment, as a way for students to relax and have fun around a no-stress activ-
ity related to succulent plants. At the first meeting, they painted flowerpots and learned how to replant. Students later shared 
clippings from their plants with one another.  Asked why specifically succulents and not another type of plant, Eisner says the 
main reason is that they are low maintenance.  “A group of us immediately bought plants in our first few weeks here, and just 
as immediately they all began to die because who has time to take care of a high-maintenance plant with our high-maintenance 
schedules,” she says. “We went with succulents because they have the ability to self-propagate and require very little care.” LH

Rachel Eisner,
Succulentist
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